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Abstract             
This study examined non-native speakers’ production of speech acts of gratitude in an EFL context, specifically how Turkish 
and Iranian advanced speakers of English expressed gratitude in terms of strategy use and length of speech. The results of the 
study revealed that both Turkish and Iranian speakers of English employed most frequently similar strategies for expressing 
gratitude; however their length of speech was somewhat different. 
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1. Introduction 
Successful communication in a target language requires not only the knowledge of grammar and 
vocabulary but also pragmatic competence and knowledge about the culture of the target language. One 
important aspect of pragmatic competence is understanding and production of speech acts and their 
appropriateness in a given situation (Cheng, 2005, p. 9). Therefore, “non-native speakers’ comprehension and 
production of speech acts, and how their L2 (second language)-related speech act knowledge is acquired” 
(Kasper & Dahl, 1991, p. 1) is the primary concern of interlanguage pragmatics. 
Expressing gratitude is one of the speech acts frequently used in interpersonal relationships between 
language users. Successful performance of this language function may result in positive feelings, whereas failure 
of expressing gratitude may have negative consequences. Gratitude is defined as “An illocutionary act 
performed by a speaker which is based on a past act performed by the hearer. This past act benefits the speaker 
and the speaker believes it to have benefited him or her. The speaker feels grateful or appreciative, and makes a 
statement which counts as an expression of gratitude.” (Eisenstein & Bodman, 1986, p. 167). Kumar (2001, p. 6) 
highlights the significance of expressions of gratitude in the following words: 
“Expressions of gratitude in the normal day-to-day interactions between the members of a society seem 
obviously to fall in the category of the “social” use of language. Expressions of gratitude and politeness 
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are a major instrument the use of which keeps the bonds between the members of a society well-
cemented and strong.” 
However, not all expressions using the word ‘thank you’ refer to gratitude (Eisenstein & Bodman, 
1993). They can also refer to other language functions such as compliments and closings (Rubin, 1983). Hymes 
(1971) suggested that thanking may function as a formal marker of discourse structure rather than as an 
indication of gratitude; Rubin (1983) assigned it a “ritual” role in closing service encounters. Leech (1983) 
referred to thanking as a function whose illocutionary goal coincides with the social goal of establishing and 
maintaining a polite and friendly social atmosphere. Eisenstein and Bodman (1986) found that the expression of 
gratitude requires both the thanker and receiver to interact together for creating a mutually satisfactory speech 
event, and the length of thanking is influenced by the degree to which the thanker feels indebted. 
It is noteworthy that the use of thanking may differ from culture to culture. For instance, ‘thank you’ 
used in American English is more common as an expression of gratitude, while in British English it is more a 
formal marker (Hymes, 1972, cited in Eisenstein and Bodman, 1993, p. 65). As Coulmas puts it: ”The social 
relation of the participants and the inherent properties of the object of gratitude work together to determine the 
degree of gratefulness that should be expressed in a given situation. Differences in this respect are obviously 
subject to cultural variation.” (Coulmas, 1981, p. 75) Saying ‘thank you’ is a problem not only for native 
speakers, but also for second language learners who need to know when and how to thank in the target culture 
(Bodman & Eisenstein, 1988; Eisenstein & Bodman, 1986, 1993). The problem is typically considered in terms 
of when and how thanking is an appropriate response to the social situation (Cheng, 2005, p. 3). In this regard, 
Wolfson (1989) indicates that Americans use lengthier answers when talking to nonintimates, status-equal 
friends, co-workers and acquaintances, whereas they use shorter answers when talking to intimates, status 
unequals and strangers. 
Studies on the expression of gratitude can be classified into two categories, the first category examining 
how gratitude is expressed and responded to by native speakers of English. Despite the lack of research focus, 
expressing gratitude is considered very important in most cultures. Goffman (1976, p. 10) stated that “middle-
class children in our societies are taught to preface every statement to an adult with a request of by-your-leave 
and to terminate every encounter, if not every interchange, with some version of thank you”. Cheng (2005) held 
that expressing gratitude is a speech act taught at an early age  and commonly performed by native speakers of 
most languages. The second category of studies investigates the expression of gratitude by English language 
learners. It was demonstrated that learners’ responses were significantly different from native speakers in 
comprehension and production of certain speech acts (Bardovi-Harlig, 1996, 1999; Kasper  & Schmidt, 1996, 
cited in Bardovi-Harlig, 2003). In this regard, the research to date has demonstrated that even advanced level 
language learners have difficulty adequately expressing gratitude in a target language (Eisenstein & Bodman, 
1986, 1993; Hinkel, 1994).  
It should be noted that unlike other speech acts, the speech act of gratitude has not been extensively 
examined (Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993, p. 59). Moreover, the studies into Turkish and Iranian EFL learners’ 
production of gratitude speech act are scarce. The present study, therefore, attempted to examine Turkish and 
Iranian graduate candidates’ expression of gratitude in an EFL context, specifically in term of the related 
strategy use and length of speech. 
2. Method 
The study involved 32 Turkish and 32 Persian graduate students enrolled in various graduate programs 
at Eastern Mediterranean University, and 10 native speakers of English. 11 of the Turkish graduate candidates 
were female, 21 male, averaging 30 years of age. 13 of the Iranian gradate candidates were female, 19 male, 
averaging 29 years of age. Of 10 native English speakers, 3 were female and 7 male, averaging 36 years of age. 
All the participants gave their consent to take part in the study.  
The study employed a Discourse Completion Task (Cheng, 2005) comprising eight situations (see 
Appendix). The DCT was administered to all 3 categories of the participants, the native English speakers, the 
Turkish graduate students and the Iranian graduate students. Upon completion of data collection, the 
respondents’ responses were coded in accordance with a coding scheme proposed by Cheng (2005) based on 8 
strategies for expression of gratitude as follows.  
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   a. Thanking 
Participants say “thank you” in three ways: 
a. thanking only by using the word “thank you” (e.g. Thanks a lot! Thank you very much!) 
b. thanking by stating the favour (e.g. Thank you for your help!) 
c. thanking and mentioning the imposition caused by the favour (e.g. Thank you for helping me collect the 
papers.) 
     b. Appreciation 
a. using the word appreciate (e.g. I appreciate it!) 
b. using the word “appreciate” and mentioning the imposition caused by the favour (e.g. I appreciate the time 
you spent for me.) 
    c. Positive feelings 
a. by expressing a positive reaction to the favour giver (hearer) (e.g. You are a life saver!) 
b. by expressing a positive reaction to the object of the favour (e.g. This book was really helpful!) 
    d. Apology 
a. using only apologizing words (e.g. I’m sorry) 
b. using apologizing words and stating the favour or the fact (e.g. I’m sorry for the problem I made! ) 
c. criticizing or blaming oneself (e.g. I’m such a fool!) 
d. expressing embarrassment (e.g. It’s so embarrassing!) 
    e. Recognition of imposition 
a. acknowledging the imposition (e.g. I know that you were not allowed to give me extra time!) 
b. stating the need for the favour (e.g. I try not to ask for extra time, but this time I need it!) 
c. diminishing the need for the favour (e.g. You didn’t have to do that!) 
     f. Repayment 
a. offering or promising service, money, food or goods (e.g. Next time it's my turn to pay!) 
b. indicating indebtedness (e.g. I owe you one! ) 
c. promising future self-restraint or self-improvement (e.g. It won't happen again!) 
     g. Others 
Expressions that do not belong to the above strategies are categorized as other strategies. There are four 
subcategories under the other strategy: 
a. here statement (e.g. Here you are!) 
b. small talk (e.g. Your face is very familiar to me but I can’t remember where I saw you. What do you study?) 
c. leave-taking (e.g. Have a nice day!) 
d. joking (e.g. Don’t forget to pay again next time) 
     h. Attention getter 
In the thanking situations, attention getter and address term are likely to occur in the same utterance. The alerters 
include: 
a. attention getter (e.g. Hey, Hi, Well)          
b. title (e.g. Dr., Professor! Sir!)             
c. name (e.g. John, Mary) 
 
Further, the coded responses of the native English speakers, Turkish graduate students and Iranian 
graduate students were entered onto the SPSS software program, and both quantitative and qualitative analyses 
of the three sets of data were performed. Finally, the DCT data, specifically production of gratitude strategies for 
each category of the respondents across 8 situations, as well as their length of speech measured in terms of the 
number of words were identified and triangulated for addressing the research question. 
 
3. Results  
           
               The analysis of the native English speakers’ DCT responses revealed that the most frequent gratitude 
strategies were thanking (68) used by 100%, appreciation (17) by 90%, and attention getter (15) by 80% of the 
respondents (see Table 1). The least frequently employed strategy by the native speakers (20%) was recognition 
of imposition (2), the overall frequency mean of these respondents’ strategy use being M=13.2.  
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Table 1. Native speakers’ strategy use 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Interestingly, examination of the Turkish and Iranian speakers’ of English DCT data demonstrated that 
most of them operated most frequently almost the same strategies, specifically, thanking (240 and 224) by 100% 
and 100%, positive feeling (44 and 56) by 53.12% and 78.12%, and attention getter (41 and 44) by 46.87% and 
46.87% of the respondents, respectively (see Table 2 and 3). Moreover, the least frequently used strategy by 
both Turkish (6.25%) and Iranian (25%) speakers was the same, others (0 and 8), respectively.  
 
Table 2: Turkish speakers’ strategy use 
 
 
Table 3: Iranian speakers’ strategy use 
Strategy                  Number of  
Participants  
Frequency  Distribution          
Percent  
Thanking  10 68 10 100% 
Appreciation  10 17 9 90% 
Attention getter  10 15 8 80% 
Positive feeling 10 12 8 80 % 
Repayment  10 8 5 50% 
Apology  10 7 6 60 % 
Others  10 3 2 20% 
Recognition of 
imposition  
10 2 2 20% 
Frequency mean = 13.2 
Strategy                  Number of  
Participants  
Frequency  Distribution         Percent  
Thanking  32 240 32 100% 
Positive feeling 32 44 17 53.12% 
Attention getter  32 41 15 46.87% 
Appreciation  32 24 14 43.75% 
Repayment  32 23 15 46.87% 
Apology  32 11 10 32.25% 
Recognition of 
imposition  
32 3 3 9.37% 
Others  32 0 2 6.25% 
Frequency mean = 12.06 
Strategy                  Number of  
Participants  
Frequency  Distribution         Percent  
Thanking  32 224 32 100% 
Positive feeling 32 56 25 78.12% 
Attention getter  32 44 15 46.87% 
Appreciation  32 29 15 46.87% 
Repayment  32 19 13 40.62% 
Apology  32 12 12 37.05% 
Recognition of 
imposition  
32 10 15 46.87% 
Others  32 8 8 25% 
Frequency mean = 12.56 
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Triangulation of the DCT responses from all 3 categories of the respondents showed that the native and 
non-native speakers of English chose to employ most frequently 2 similar strategies, thanking and attention 
getter (see Table 4). However, only the Turkish and Iranian speakers shared their least preference for others 
strategy. Examination of the frequency means of all 3 respondent categories seemed to indicate that the native 
speakers of English operated gratitude strategies more frequently (M=13.2) than the Turkish and Iranian 
speakers of English. Furthermore, the Iranian respondents (M=12.56) employed the gratitude strategies more 
frequently than the Turkish respondents (M=12.06).   
 
Table 4: Comparative statistics of strategy use 
 
Strategy                                         ENSs                                                                     NNSs 
                                                                                                                Turkish                    Iranian 
                                       Frequency     Distribution 
                                                                                                              Frq.      Distr.               Frq.    Distr. 
 
Thanking                            68                   100 %                                240        100%              224        100%            
Appreciation                      17                    90 %                                  24         43.75%              29        46.87% 
Attention getter                  15                    90 %                                  41         46.87%              44        46.87%  
Positive feeling                  12                    80 %                                  44          53.12%             56        78.12% 
Repayment                          8                    50 %                                   23          46.87%             19        40.16% 
Apology                              7                     60 %                                  11          32.25%             12         37.15% 
Others                                 3                     20 %                                    0          6.25%                 8          25% 
Recognition of                    2                     20 %                                    3          9.37%               10         46.87% 
 Imposition 
Frequency mean of NSs    = 13.02 
Frequency mean of TNNs = 12.06 
Frequency mean of INNs = 12.56 
 
                    
     As regards length of speech, the analysis of the native English speakers’ DCT responses revealed that they 
used minimum 74 words in situation 8, maximum 179 words in situation 4 (see Table 5). The length of speech 
mean for this category of the respondents across 8 DCT situations was M=132.12.  
 
Table 5: Native speakers’ length of speech 
 
Length of speech mean = 132.12 
 
 
Examination of the Turkish speakers’ of English DCT data demonstrated that their minimum length of 
speech was 156 in situation 8, maximum 305 in situation 4 (see Table 6).  The length of speech mean for this 
category of the respondents across 8 DCT situations was M=256.5.  
Situations  Number of participants  Number of words  
Situation 1  10 96 
Situation 2 10 148 
Situation 3 10 122 
Situation 4 10 179 
Situation 5 10 105 
Situation 6 10 168 
Situation 7 10 165 
Situation 8 10 74 
Çig˘dem Özdemir and Seyed Ali Rezvani / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 3 (2010) 194–202 199
 
Table 6: Turkish speakers’ length of speech 
 
 
Length of speech mean = 256.5 
 
 
     Analysis of the Iranian speakers’ of English DCT data demonstrated that they used minimum 136 words in 
situation 8, maximum 325 words in situation 4 (see Table 7). The length of speech mean for this category of the 
respondents across 8 DCT situations was M=248.37.  
 
 
Table 7: Iranian speakers’ length of speech 
 
Length of speech mean = 248.37 
 
 Triangulation of the DCT responses from all 3 categories of the respondents (see Table 8) showed that 
the native English speakers used the lowest number of words (M=132.12), whereas the Turkish speakers’ length 
of speech was the highest (M=256.5), slightly higher than that of the Iranian speakers though (M=248.37). 
 
Table 8: Comparative statistics of length of speech 
 
Situations                               NSs                                                                               NNSs 
                                                                                       Turkish                                           Iranian     
                            mean                                                   mean                                                  mean    
Situation1  12   27.25   24.87 
Situation2  18.5   36   35.37 
Situation3  15.25   31   29.5 
Situation4  22.37   38.12   40.62 
Situation5  13.12   34   37.75 
Situation6  21   40.37   34 
Situation7  20.62   30.25   29.25 
Situation8  9.25   19.5   17 
Situations  Number of participants Number of words 
Situation 1  32 218 
Situation 2 32 288 
Situation 3 32 248 
Situation 4 32 305 
Situation 5 32 272 
Situation 6 32 323 
Situation 7 32 242 
Situation 8 32 156 
Situations  Number of participants Number of words 
Situation 1  32 199 
Situation 2 32 283 
Situation 3 32 236 
Situation 4 32 325 
Situation 5 32 302 
Situation 6 32 272 
Situation 7 32 234 
Situation 8 32 136 
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     Overall, the findings of the present study are in line with the previous studies into speech acts which 
demonstrated that non-native speakers’ production was different from native speakers’ production of certain 
speech acts (Bardovi-Harlig, 1996, 1999; Kasper & Schmidt, 1996, cited in Bardovi-Harlig, 2003). Specifically, 
this study supports the findings of the research to date that demonstrated that even advanced level language 
learners have difficulty adequately expressing gratitude in a target language (Eisenstein & Bodman, 1986, 1993; 
Hinkel, 1994). 
      
4. Conclusion    
 
  The present study attempted to examine the Turkish and Iranian graduate candidates’ expression of 
gratitude in an EFL context, specifically in terms of the related strategy use and length of speech. The major 
findings of the study were somewhat promising. The native and non-native speakers of English preferred to 
employ most frequently 2 similar strategies, thanking and attention getter, with only the Turkish and Iranian 
speakers sharing their least preference for others strategy comprising here statement, small talk, leave-taking and 
joking. Further, the native speakers of English operated gratitude strategies more frequently than the Turkish and 
Iranian speakers of English, whereas the Iranian respondents employed the gratitude strategies more frequently 
than the Turkish speakers. Furthermore, in terms of length of speech the native English respondents were the 
least verbose speakers, whereas the Turkish and the Iranian respondents seemed to elaborate more to enhance 
the gratitude across various situations. Overall, the findings of the present study support the research to date in 
that the graduate Turkish and Iranian candidates’ production of gratitude speech acts and related length of 
speech still exhibited some inadequacy as compared to the baseline data provided by the native speakers of 
English. Some implications of the study for language teachers, syllabus and material writers are as follows. Even 
advanced EFL learners require classroom and independent work in order to improve their pragmatic awareness 
and strategic competence. Instructional materials, delivery, and assignments at advanced level can promote 
learners’ socio-cultural awareness and pragmatic competence through contextual analysis of various speech act 
realizations. 
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Appendix  
 
DISCOURSE COMPLETION TASK  
 
The following questionnaire contains 8 situations. Please read the situations and write in the space 
provided what you would say in each situation. Respond as you would in an actual conversation. 
1. You were sick and missed class last week. You feel better and go to class today. You ask your close friend, 
who is in the same class, to lend you the notes from last week so you can make copies. Your friend agrees to 
lend you the notes. When you return the class notes, what would you say? 
YOU:………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
2. You are writing a term paper for one of your courses. For this paper, you borrow a book from Professor 
Smith, whom you know very well. You are supposed to return the book to Professor Smith tomorrow. However, 
you need to keep it for another 2-3 days to complete your paper. So you ask Professor Smith if you can keep the 
book for a few more days, and he/she agrees. When you return the book to Professor Smith, what would you 
say? 
YOU:………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
3. You want to apply for a scholarship. It requires recommendation letters from three professors. You have 
already asked two professors whom you know very well to write letters. Although you don’t know Professor 
Johnson very well, you decide to ask Professor Johnson to write a letter for you because you took a course with 
him/her last semester. Professor Johnson agrees to write the recommendation letter for you. A few days later, 
when you meet with Professor Johnson, he/she tells you that he/she has sent out the recommendation letter. 
What would you say? 
YOU:………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
4. You are about to move to a new apartment. You have a lot of boxes and furniture, and you don’t have a car. 
You ask a close friend who has a truck to help you move. Your friend hesitates because he/she is very busy, but 
then agrees to help you move. After the two of you load your things into the truck, drive to your new place, and 
then finish carrying everything into your new apartment, what would you say? 
YOU:……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
5. You are writing a term paper for one of your courses. You are working hard on the paper, but you have to stop 
because you also have to study for final exams in your other courses. The paper is due tomorrow, and you need a 
few more days to finish it. 
You decide to ask Professor Brown, whom you don’t know very well, for an extension. Professor Brown 
hesitates because it won’t be fair to other students in the class, but then he/she agrees to give you an extension. 
A few days later, when you turn in the paper, what would you say to Professor Brown? 
YOU:…………………………………………………………………………………………………………  
 
6. You are having trouble with your computer; it keeps crashing. You know someone at school who knows a lot 
about computers and you ask the person to help you even though the two of you are not close friends. The 
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person hesitates because he/she is very busy, but then agrees to help you, and ends up spending the whole 
afternoon fixing your computer. After the computer is fixed, what would you say? 
YOU:………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
7. You have just found out about a very good scholarship, but the deadline is two days away. Since this 
scholarship would help you a lot financially, you decide to apply. You ask Professor Davis, whom you know 
very well, to write a recommendation letter for you. Professor Davis hesitates because he/she is very busy and 
the deadline is in two days, but he/she finally agrees to write the letter. When you meet with Professor Davis the 
next day, he/she tells you that he/she has sent the letter by FedEx.What would you say? 
YOU:………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
8. You and your classmate, whom you don’t know very well, are walking to class. You accidentally drop your 
papers and notes, which scatter all over the middle of a busy hallway. Your classmate helps you pick up your 
papers and notes. When your classmate gives the papers and notes to you, what would you say? 
YOU: …………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
